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‘Make of Them What You Will’: The Short Prose Pieces of B.S. Johnson 
 
Introduction: What is an Introduction?  
 
 B.S. Johnson’s ‘Introduction’ to his 1973 collection of short prose Aren’t You 
Rather Young to be Writing Your Memoirs? has been described by Jonathan Coe as not 
only ‘one of the last important things he wrote’ (it is dated 5 May 1973, and Johnson died 
in the November of that year) but also ‘probably the most famous and frequently quoted 
item in the Johnson oeuvre: a belligerent critique of the conservatism of modern British 
writing and an impassioned apologia for his own methods’ (Coe 2005, 13). As a literary 
form, Johnson writes, the conventional, old-fashioned ‘nineteenth century novel’ is 
‘exhausted, clapped out’: ‘No matter how good the writers are who now attempt it, it 
cannot be made to work for our time, and the writing of it is anachronistic, invalid, 
irrelevant and perverse’ (14). One reason for this is that ‘Present day reality’ differs 
markedly from ‘nineteenth century reality’: ‘Then it was possible to believe in pattern 
and eternity, but today what characterises our reality is the probability that chaos is the 
most likely explanation’ (17). Since ‘Life is chaotic, fluid, random,’ Johnson asserts, 
‘Telling stories really is telling lies’ (14). Approvingly quoting words attributed to 
Samuel Beckett, he argues that the role of the artist is to find a literary form that ‘admits 
the chaos, and does not try to say that the chaos is really something else’. They must try 
‘to find a form that accommodates the mess’ (17). Johnson then discusses the literary 
techniques adopted in each of his own first six novels in turn, before offering a list of that 
very small band of contemporary British writers he feels are ‘writing as though it 
mattered, as though they meant it, as though they meant it to matter’ (29).  
 Unsurprisingly, as Glyn White has observed, the ‘Introduction’ to Aren’t You 
Rather Young? is ‘quoted repeatedly in most of the scattered material that comprises 
extant criticism of Johnson’s work’ (85). While the full text of Aren’t You Rather Young 
to be Writing Your Memoirs? is reproduced exactly from the Hutchinson edition of 1973 
in Jonathan Coe, Philip Tew and Julia Jordan’s Well Done God!: Selected Prose and 
Drama of B.S. Johnson (2013), the ‘Introduction’ has also appeared as a standalone piece 
both in a special issue of the Review of Contemporary Fiction (1985) and in Malcolm 
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Bradbury’s The Novel Today: Contemporary Writers on Modern Fiction (1990). 
Detached in this way from the collection of short prose pieces it was originally supposed 
to introduce, Johnson’s ‘Introduction’ is often treated as, in White’s words, ‘something of 
a manifesto’ (85). It is unlikely there will be a single chapter in this collection which does 
not quote from it at least once. What Johnson criticism has not hitherto addressed, 
however, is the peculiar relationship between the ‘Introduction’ to Aren’t You Rather 
Young? and the nine pieces of short prose–composed between 1961 and 1973–which 
make up the rest of the volume. For in treating Johnson’s ‘Introduction’ as a self-
contained manifesto, what is lost is a sense of the way in which this ‘Introduction’ 
wilfully refuses to perform the task of discussing, and of introducing, the work it 
prefaces. 
‘What do prefaces actually do?’ asks Derrida in Dissemination: ‘Oughtn’t we 
some day to reconstitute their history and typology?’ (17). This is one of the tasks 
undertaken by Gerard Genette in Paratexts, which takes the term ‘preface’ to include: 
 
every type of introductory (preludial or postludial) text, authorial or 
allographic, consisting of a discourse produced on the subject of the text 
that follows or precedes it. (16) 
 
Among the ‘functions of the original preface’, Genette suggests, is to draw the reader’s 
attention to such features of the text as: its ‘importance’ (or ‘usefulness’), its ‘originality’ 
or relationship with literary tradition, its formal and/or thematic unity and its truthfulness 
or sincerity (196-236). Genette refers to these as functions of ‘value-enhancement’ (201) 
and the importance, originality and truthfulness of his own work–as a unified oeuvre–is 
precisely what Johnson’s ‘Introduction’ insists upon. Taken as an exercise in setting the 
terms on which his work as a whole is critically discussed, Johnson’s ‘Introduction’ has 
been remarkably successful. What his ‘Introduction’ does not do, however, is address the 
question of how Johnson’s short prose pieces fit into this oeuvre, or discuss the short 
story as a form, or even to outline the principles on which these particular pieces were 
selected and arranged as a collection. In this sense it barely qualifies as what Genette 
would define as an introduction or preface at all.  
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Since the primary focus of the vast majority of Johnson criticism has been on his 
novels, this is an oddity that has previously gone unremarked, a neat illustration of which 
is David John Davies’ observation that: 
 
In the introduction to Aren’t You Rather Young to be Writing Your 
Memoirs? (1973) which is, in fact, despite its title, a collection of his short 
stories, Johnson makes a clear statement of his aims as a novelist. (72).  
 
Davies seemingly finds nothing surprising in the fact that this introduction has little or 
nothing to say about Johnson’s aims as a writer of short prose. He also ignores the 
introduction’s scrupulous ‘avoidance of the term short story’ (30). Davies’s point, 
though, is entirely accurate: throughout the ‘Introduction’ it is the challenges facing the 
contemporary ‘novelist’ (14,15,16,18) that Johnson is explicitly discussing. Twenty-
seven pages long in the Hutchinson edition of the text, the ‘Introduction’ to Aren’t You 
Rather Young? devotes little more than a paragraph to Johnson’s short prose.  Here, in 
full, is what Johnson’s ‘Introduction’ has to say concerning the work it precedes:  
 
The pieces of prose (you will understand my avoidance of the term short 
story) which follow were written in the interstices of novels and poems 
and other work between 1960 and 1973; the dates given in the Contents 
are those of the year of completion. None of them seems to me like each 
other, though some have links and cross-references; neither can I really 
see either progression or retrogression. The order is that which seemed 
least bad late on one particular May evening; perhaps I shall regret it as 
soon as I see it fixed.  
 
Make of them what you will. I offer them to you despite my experience 
that the incomprehension and weight of prejudice which faces anyone 
trying to do anything new in writing is enormous, sometimes disquieting, 
occasionally laughable. (31) 
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Despite this closing lament, there is little attempt at what Genette would call ‘value-
enhancement’ here, with Johnson emphasising the collection’s lack of formal or thematic 
unity and the strong suggestion being that this material is secondary in ‘importance’ to 
his novels or poetry. Nor does Johnson invite the reader to make connections between 
these short prose pieces, his own novels and the theory of the novel he has just been 
outlining.  
‘In this introduction’, Johnson writes earlier, ‘I am trying to make patterns, to 
impose patterns on the chaos, in the doubtful interest of helping you (and myself) to 
understand what I am saying’ (18). This chapter will argue that a fuller examination of 
his short prose significantly complicates the ‘patterns’ that Johnson tries to impose on his 
oeuvre in the ‘Introduction’ to Aren’t You Rather Young? It will discuss pieces both from 
that collection and from Statement Against Corpses, the joint volume of short stories 
Johnson published with the poet and novelist Zulfikar Ghose in 1964 - and which he 
intriguingly fails to mention in his introduction to the later volume of short prose. The 
chapter is divided into two parts. The first part of the chapter focuses on Statement 
Against Corpses, exploring not only Johnson’s early short stories and his comments in 
that volume on the short story form but also suggesting that a closer look at this volume’s 
initial critical reception compels us to nuance Johnson’s own account of the blanket 
‘incomprehension’ and ‘prejudice’ faced by ‘anyone trying to do anything new in 
writing’ and perhaps to think again about how his own work fits into its contemporary 
literary context. The second part of the chapter focuses on the short prose pieces of Aren’t 
You Rather Young? and will argue that Johnson’s fictional practice in these pieces is 
often strikingly at odds with what the rhetoric of his introduction might lead us to expect. 
 
Statement Against Corpses: B.S. Johnson Saves the Short Story 
 
 Johnson’s assertion that ‘the incomprehension and weight of prejudice which 
faces anyone trying to do anything new in writing is enormous’ is a central tenet of his 
critical writing. He makes the same claim in a very similar form of words, for instance, in 
his 1965 lecture ‘Holes, Syllabics and the Succussations of the Intercostal and Abdominal 
Muscles’, which uses the critical reception of his early short prose to illustrate this point. 
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‘The weight of prejudice against anything new is enormous and deeply rooted’, 
Johnson’s lecture claims, and ‘Critics are backward-looking in the extreme’ (396). 
Amongst the book-reviewers, he writes:  
 
‘Experimental’ is the dirtiest of words, invariably a synonym for 
‘unsucessful’. The latest evidence of this is a collection of short pieces 
called Statement Against Corpses which I published with the poet Zulfikar 
Ghose. Critics have tried to discuss this as though these were conventional 
short stories, in spite of a declared intention - which incidentally has itself 
been heavily attacked as pretentious - that they were not to be regarded as 
such. At least two of these pieces employ techniques never before used in 
literature, and yet not one critic has yet mentioned that fact. (396) 
 
Not least since he made such claims so frequently, so forcefully, there has been a 
tendency in Johnson criticism to accept unquestioningly the paradigm that Johnson 
outlines here: one in which a small, brave band of forward-thinking writers attempt 
something new in their work and are dismissed and misunderstood by blinkered, 
backward-looking critics. To examine what just a few of Johnson and Ghose’s 
contemporary reviewers actually had to say about Statement Against Corpses, however, 
suggests this is not the whole picture. Without wishing to underestimate the level of 
critical misunderstanding and hostility Johnson experienced over the course of his career, 
or to denigrate his achievements as a technical innovator, there are certain regards–for 
instance concerning the collection’s ‘declared intention’–in which Johnson is offering 
here a somewhat subjective and even slightly misleading account of the reception of this 
particular text.  
 Statement Against Corpses: Stories by B.S. Johnson and Zulfikar Ghose was 
published by Constable in 1964 and contains nine short stories by Johnson and five by 
Ghose. Although Johnson would later avoid it as a description of his short prose pieces, 
the term ‘short stories’ is used repeatedly in Statement Against Corpses. The volume 
opens with not one but two unheaded introductions or prefaces, one signed jointly by 
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Johnson and Ghose, the other unsigned and apparently composed and appended by the 
publisher. Johnson and Ghose’s statement runs as follows:  
 
These short stories have been written in the knowledge that the form is in 
decline, but in the belief that this is due to no fault inherent in the form. 
 
The short story deserves, but seldom receives, the same precise attention 
to language as that given normally only to a poem.  
 
This book represents a joint attempt, through demonstration of the form’s 
wide technical range, to draw attention to a literary form which is quite 
undeservedly neglected.  
    B.S. JOHNSON 
    ZULFIKAR GHOSE  
 
These claims are restated almost verbatim in the publisher’s preface or introduction, 
which adds that this collection of ‘fourteen excellent stories’ gives ‘a dazzling display of 
the power of the short story form’ and ‘by a combination of technical inventiveness and 
sheer quality of language, gives the short story a new lease of life’ (2).  
There are two key points to be made here. The first is that nowhere in this 
preliminary material does there appear a ‘declared intention’ that these prose pieces are 
‘not to be regarded’ as conventional short stories. Both prefaces emphatically state that 
Ghose and Johnson are working within the short story form. The second point is that, 
unlike the ‘exhausted, clapped out’ forms that Johnson lists in the ‘Introduction’ to Aren’t 
You Rather Young? (‘long narrative poems’, ‘five act blank verse drama’, ‘the nineteenth 
century narrative novel’) the short story is currently declining and neglected but still 
capable of rejuvenation. Given the vagueness of Ghose and Johnson’s recipe for its 
reinvigoration - ‘precise attention to language’, a demonstratively ‘wide technical range’ 
- it seems a little unfair to condemn critics retrospectively for regarding these pieces as 
‘conventional short stories’.  
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 As Jonathan Coe records in Like a Fiery Elephant: The Story of B.S. Johnson 
(2004), the critical notices received by Statement Against Corpses were far from 
universally hostile, with both the Daily Telegraph and the Spectator offering positive 
reviews (180). Nor do the less enthusiastic reviews display a fixed hostility either to 
‘precise attention to language’ or to ‘technical inventiveness’. Brigid Brophy’s review in 
the New Statesman objects to the collection’s statement of intent on the basis not that it is 
‘pretentious’ (as Johnson would later state), but rather that its declaration that the short 
story is a declining, neglected form is an inaccurate cliché. As Brophy puts it: 
 
Every publisher and agent […] possesses […] two items of literary 
expertise: magazines no longer provide an “outlet” for short stories; and 
volumes of short stories do not sell. Both items seem to me more like 
dogmata […] than conclusions drawn from the evidence. It is hard to sell 
good books of any type, but volumes of stories continue to be issued by 
commercial publishers and most of them […] list at the front the 
magazines where at least some of the stories appeared. (703)  
 
The ‘Acknowledgements’ of Statement Against Corpses, for instance, announce that 
‘some of these stories have appeared in the Transatlantic Review and Ambit’ (204). 
 Nor, Brophy argues, can the ‘form’ be said to be in ‘artistic decline’, in a week in 
which Francis King ‘is publishing his stories and a year in which Hortense Callisher and 
Shirley Hazzard are publishing theirs’ (703).i Francis King’s The Japanese Umbrella, 
thirteen short stories all featuring English protagonists living in Japan, was also reviewed 
alongside Statement Against Corpses by Alex Hamilton in Books and Bookmen and by 
Anthony Thwaite in the Times Literary Supplement, each reviewer praising King to the 
detriment of Johnson and Ghose. Drawing on his experiences working for the British 
Council in Kyoto, King’s collection of stories attracted special praise for his ‘ear for 
dialogue’ (993, see also Brophy 703) and for the elegant ‘architectural strategy’ of the 
individual stories and of the collection as a whole, Thwaite describing it as ‘beautifully 
constructed’ (Brophy 703, Thwaite 993). All three of these reviewers make special 
mention of the varied range of tones and moods in The Japanese Umbrella and the 
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incisiveness with which the collection addresses issues of cultural difference and cross-
cultural misunderstanding (Brophy 703, Thwaite 993, Hamilton 40). In contrast, 
Statement Against Corpses is ‘a bizarre object’ (Brophy 993), ‘an embarrassment’ 
(Hamilton 40), alternately ‘derivative’ and ‘dull’ (Thwaite 993). While it may be 
tempting to characterise the critical preference for The Japanese Umbrella over 
Statement Against Corpses in terms of ‘convention’ versus ‘innovation’, of the failure of 
insular and blinkered critics to understand what Johnson and Ghose are attempting in 
their work, to impose such a characterisation is reductive in a number of ways. Firstly, 
because the strict line Johnson attempts to draw between novelists and critics is a 
convenient fiction. Johnson himself would compose book reviews throughout his career, 
often for the very same publications (Books and Bookmen, The New Statesman) as the 
other critics under discussion here. Francis King was for twenty-five years chief book 
reviewer of the Sunday Telegraph. Brigid Brophy was not only a novelist as well as a 
critic, she is one of the select group of writers Johnson himself names in the 
‘Introduction’ to Aren’t You Rather Young? who are ‘not shackled by tradition’ and are 
‘in contact with the European avant garde (29).  
Secondly, as a demonstration of ‘wide technical range’, The Japanese Umbrella 
yields nothing to Statement against Corpses. Of the thirteen stories in the collection nine 
are in third-person narration, four told in the first person, three of the first person pieces 
being narrated by a character named King who (also like the author) works in Japan for 
the British Council. Each of the stories ‘King’ narrates (‘A Corner of a Foreign Field’, 
‘Dog and Bird’, ‘L’Acte Gratuite’) implicitly invites us to speculate on the relation 
between truth and fiction, between telling stories and telling lies. ‘Dog and Bird’, for 
example, opens with the announcement that ‘I have come to divide my Japanese friends 
into two categories: Dogs and Birds’ (120): ‘Dogs’ being loyal and flattering ‘if 
sometimes irritating’, ‘Birds’ being charming but flighty and sometimes demanding. The 
story thus immediately raises a series of questions: how helpful might this distinction be 
in making sense of the story which is to follow? How helpful a framework is it for 
thinking about the position of a western expatriate in a Japan? What does it suggest about 
our narrator, his prejudices and his reliability? That the narrator is only revealed to be 
‘King’ in the very final word of the story reposes these question, not least since the 
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narrator has revealed himself to be selfish, irritable and grumpily prone to reductive 
cultural generalisations. King’s third-person narratives are equally unsettling, shifting 
rapidly between different perspectives and degrees of closeness between narrator and 
character, continually inviting and then interrogating the reader’s sympathy and 
understanding then exposing the limitations and self-deceptions inherent in both, 
bouncing the reader rapidly between different subject positions and inviting acts of 
imaginative identification which are then immediately subject to modification or shown 
to rest on false assumptions. If form should follow function, it is hard to imagine a set of 
technical devices better suited to evoking the expat experience in Japan.  
Thirdly, to argue that the critical reception afforded Statement Against Corpses is 
‘evidence’ of the critical ‘prejudice against anything new’ gives a rather misleading 
impression of the character of Johnson and Ghose’s collection. When Johnson claims that 
‘at least two’ of his pieces ‘employ techniques never before used in literature’ he is most 
likely referring to the two pieces he would later choose to reprint in Aren’t You Rather 
Young? The first, ‘Never Heard it Called That Before’, presents itself as a ‘joyful 
dissertation upon the Balls Pond Road’ and takes the form of an elaborate shaggy dog 
story explaining how that thoroughfare got its name. The second, ‘Broad Thoughts from 
a Home’, was originally a chapter from Johnson’s novel Travelling People written in a 
style deliberately pastiching Flann O’Brien’s At-Swim-Two-Birds (see Coe 88) and later 
expunged from Travelling People at an agent’s suggestion. The techniques to which 
Johnson refers include a selection of possible endings for the reader to choose from and 
italicised subheadings for each paragraph in ‘Broad Thoughts’ and similar repeated 
reminders of the text’s own fictionality in ‘Never Heard’, including a character who can 
only communicate in Spoonerisms, a child whose liquid and solid ‘output’ exceeds his 
digestive intake and frequent pseudoscholarly references to the ‘research’ and the 
‘records’ that will supposedly substantiate this most unlikely of narratives. If ‘telling 
stories is telling lies’, then these are stories which insist upon their own untruthfulness, on 
highlighting the means by which ‘fluid, chaotic’ reality is patterned into structures of 
meaning. It would be hard to claim, however, that these two pieces are typical of the 
collection as a whole.  
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Of the nine pieces of his work Johnson included in Statement Against Corpses, 
five have a straightforward first-person narrator, one is narrated in the third person (‘Only 
the Stones’) and one gives us one half of a conversation in direct speech (‘Statement’). 
Not only do these pieces eschew the overt ‘technical inventiveness’ of ‘Never Heard’ and 
‘Broad Thoughts’, it is equally striking that they demonstrate no obvious hostility 
towards the idea of telling a story. ‘On Supply’ and ‘Kindly State Your Motive’ are 
narrated as anecdotes in the first person. In a voice that steadily gains in maturity the 
narrator of ‘Clean Living is the Real Safeguard’ recounts the events of their life, from 
childhood during the Blitz and evacuation, through the failure of their eleven-plus, their 
first experiences of love and of the class system. ‘Perhaps its these Hormones’ is a 
dramatic monologue in early-sixties teenspeak. ‘Conventional’ or not, these are very 
much stories. Likewise ‘Sheela na Gig’, a tale about a hitchhiking ghost which Coe refers 
to as ‘a truly compelling piece of autobiography with a supernatural twist’ (‘Preface’, 
xiii), resolves itself in a surprisingly neat and conventional marriage ending: 
 
To Rhiain I tell everything, everything. She listens and understands and 
knows. She smiles in her way, the pointed Welsh face full of love for me 
and our son. (101) 
 
Given that her ability to understand the narrator is the single most prominent 
characteristic this story grants Rhiain, it is worth noting that two other pieces in 
Statement Against Corpses also incorporate an implied listener into the narrative itself: 
the silent ‘copper’ taking the narrator’s statement in ‘Statement’ and the journalist who is 
paying the narrator of ‘Perhaps its these Hormones’ for their showbiz gossip. Indeed, in 
an intriguing act of narrative sleight-of-hand it is only at the end of the latter story that we 
realise we are not to addressee of the piece but an eavesdropper: ‘And that’s about all I 
can tell you, mate. I suppose you’ll bloody well alter it for your paper’ (38-9). This is a 
story about the act of telling (or selling) a story, a narrative which fictionalizes the 
occasion of its own telling. It is also a story which narrativizes the act of listening to a 
story, and in each of these cases Johnson’s reader is invited to locate themselves in 
relation to the audience within the story. Can we, like Rhiain, be sure we have been told 
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‘everything’? Can we be sure we have understood it? In ‘Statement’ the reader is forced 
to deduce what questions the ‘copper’ is asking from the responses that are being given, 
and by filling in these blanks to assume a position in the story in an almost literal sense. 
Perhaps most suggestively of all, in ‘Perhaps it’s these Hormones’ the reader is aligned 
with the journalist who is both paying for the story and will be rewriting it to suit their 
own agenda.  
If ‘telling stories is telling lies’, as Johnson would later claim, what does that 
make the act of reading or listening to stories? As a paying customer, like the journalist in 
‘Hormones’, what are the reader’s rights and responsibilities? Is Johnson suggesting it is 
possible for a reader, like Rhiain, to understand ‘everything’? How can the teller of a tale 
ever know they have been fully or correctly understood? Does such understanding arise 
from attentively submissive receptivity or active engagement on the part of the reader of 
a text? Implicitly raised by several of the stories in Statement Against Corpses, these 
questions are a central concern of the short prose pieces collected in Aren’t You Rather 
Young? 
  
Aren’t You Rather Young to be Writing Your Memoirs?: The Reader and the Text 
  
 Prominent among the reasons the ‘nineteenth century novel’ is ‘defunct’, ‘clapped 
out’, ‘anachronistic’, according to the ‘Introduction’ to Aren't You Rather Young?, is that 
‘the storytelling function’ has passed on, first to film and then television, both of which 
can ‘tell a story more directly, in less time and with more concrete detail than a novel’ 
(11). Nor is Johnson impressed by the argument that readers will continue to read novels 
because the novel, unlike film or television allows them to ‘exercise their imaginations’, 
to ‘imagine the characters and so on for themselves’ (28). This is not at all the case with 
his own novels, Johnson insists: 
 
I want my ideas to be expressed so precisely that the very minimum of 
room for interpretation is left. Indeed, I would go further and say that to 
the extent that a reader can impose his own imagination on my words, then 
that piece of writing is a failure. I want him to see my (vision), not 
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something conjured out of his own imagination. How is he supposed to 
grow unless he will admit others’ ideas? (28) 
 
Once again, it is specifically Johnson’s novels that he is talking about. When it comes to 
his short prose pieces we may ‘make of them what we will’. Does this mean that on his 
own terms the pieces can all be seen as ‘failures’? Not only does Johnson’s ‘Introduction’ 
to Aren't You Rather Young? seem internally self-contradictory on this point, but his 
insistence that upon the reader’s passive receptivity to Johnson’s ‘ideas’ is at odds with 
his own creative practice throughout the volume of pieces he is introducing - not least in 
the title story which opens the collection and immediately follows on from these 
statements.  
 Apparently autobiographical in content, ‘Aren't You Rather Young to be Writing 
Your Memoirs?’ recounts two fishing trips to the same isolated location. On the second 
occasion, while ‘spinning for pike’ (35) the first-person narrator happens to see a 
confrontation of some kind between two young men, one of whom is carrying a double-
barrelled shotgun, and an older man in a car: ‘from the situation I posited (not 
unreasonably) that the two young ones were poaching’ (38). Hearing the sound of a 
gunshot, the narrator looks up from fishing to see ‘a small cloud of cordite smoke’ rising 
from the ground ‘not very far from the older man’s right foot’ (39). The older man 
returns to his car and reverses away from the scene at speed, the younger men continue 
on their way. Later, returning home, the narrator passes the older man talking to a 
policeman on a bicycle. At this point the narrative breaks off, the narrator offering the 
‘conclusion I hoped for’ (that the policeman would fail to locate the interlopers) then 
adding: 
 
But you can provide your own surmises or even your own ending, as you 
are inclined. For that matter, I have conveniently left enough obscure or 
even unknown for you to suggest your own beginning; and your own 
middle, as well, if you reject mine. But I know you love a story with 
gunplay in it. (41) 
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In its refusal to ‘tidy up life’, its ‘concern only to tell you what appears to me to have 
been the truth’ (41) ‘Aren’t You Rather Young?’ dramatizes its own refusal to tell a 
story, to tell lies. ‘It must be a confession of failure on the part of any novelist to rely on 
that primitive, vulgar and idle curiosity of the reader to know “what happens next”’ to 
hold their interest, Johnson’s ‘Introduction’ states (15). In ‘Aren't You Rather Young?’ 
Johnson refuses to satisfy this curiosity. His narrator will not invent a climax to the 
events he has seen, and even the ‘conclusion’ he hopes for is the anticlimactic failure of 
the policeman to find or apprehend the young men. It should be a matter of professional 
pride, Johnson insists in both ‘Introduction’ and ‘Aren’t You Rather Young’, ‘that it is 
his choice of words, his style, which ought to keep the reader reading’ (15). ‘Have I not 
interested you enough to make you want to read this far? Have there not been one or two 
wry moments, the occasional uncommon word?’ asks Johnson’s narrator, ‘Why do you 
want me to tidy up life, to explain?’ (41). When it comes to ‘telling stories’, ‘Aren’t You 
Rather Young?’ puts the arguments of the ‘Introduction’ into practice, demonstrating 
what a piece of short prose which will not pander to the reader’s vulgar appetite for 
‘story’, which rejects the ‘crutch of storytelling’ (15). 
When ‘Aren’t You Rather Young?’ invited the reader to surmise, to invent, their 
own explanations of the events described in the piece and even to mentally rewrite the 
version of events described, however, Johnson is acting quite against his declaration 
(thirteen pages earlier) that if a reader ‘can impose his own imagination on my words’ he 
considers a piece of writing ‘a failure’. ‘Broad Thoughts From a Home’, furthermore, 
presents the reader with a ‘magnaminous’ invitation to choose from one of nine potential 
endings for the piece (110), and rhetorical addresses to an imagined reader recur 
throughout Aren’t You Rather Young? Like the imagined reader of ‘Aren't You Rather 
Young?’ with their fondness of tales with gunplay in them, the addressed reader is always 
imagined as somewhat vulgar, with a pronounced curiosity about what will happen next 
and a taste for jokes, violence and sex. ‘How about some sex?’ enquires the narrator of 
‘Instructions for the Use of Women; or Here, You’ve Been Done!’, ‘That I know you will 
enjoy’ (84). The account that follows, however, is far from erotic, focusing as it does on a 
‘very disturbing bubble’ which appears post-coitally under the narrator’s foreskin, due to 
the friction of intercourse (84). ‘Did you find the bubble bit interesting?’ the narrator asks 
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afterwards, ‘Or perhaps you were embarrassed? In that case it may have been good for 
you: have you thought of that?’ (87). Here the narrator directly addresses the imagined 
reader to raise narrative expectations which will not be satisfied in the conventional or 
expected sense. Likewise the imagined reader’s frustration at the text’s refusal to provide 
such satisfactions is commented upon. ‘Instructions’ describes the narrator’s 
unsatisfactory and painful relationship with a woman whose name constantly changes 
over the course of the piece, and as the piece progresses, growing increasingly 
fragmentary and disjointed, it becomes apparent that, as the narrator spells out for the 
imagined reader, ‘the unsatisfactoriness of the relationship is being reflected or refracted 
in what it would be a joke to call the narrative’ (88). The imagined reader is then offered 
a joke as a ‘reward’ if they persevere to the end (88).  
Rather than refusing to let the reader impose their own imagination on Johnson’s 
words, the narrator of ‘Instructions’ resigns themselves to the fact that: 
 
There are two ways of taking what has gone so far: your way, and my 
way. And you are no doubt going to take it your way. (88)  
 
In this sense, all pieces of writing are ‘failures’: the attempt to convey ‘ideas’ with such 
‘precision’ that there is ‘no room for interpretation’ is inevitably doomed. ‘I am always 
sceptical about writers who claim to be writing for an identifiable public,’ Johnson wrote 
(‘Introduction’, 28-9). How can any writer claim to predict who will read their work and 
how (fully) it will be understood? Whereas real readers are unpredictable, unreliable, 
possibly eccentric, though, Johnson’s imagined reader is reassuringly predictable. ‘To 
read Johnson is to find ourselves in active struggle for control over the text,’ Julia Jordan 
has argued, the reader ‘negotiating with a confrontational author, who seems at times to 
be let down, disappointed by our readerly shortcomings’ (Jordan xvii). As in ‘Perhaps its 
These Hormones’, however, what at first appears to be a conversation in which we as 
readers are involved later turns out to be an act of eavesdropping. One of the challenges 
these texts pose us is to decide where we are to locate ourselves as readers in relation to 
Johnson’s imagined reader. Johnson’s ‘various direct addresses, his cajolements or 
confrontational indictments, his flirtatious asides,’ Jordan suggests, articulate ‘a kind of 
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mourning for the reader’s presence’ (xviii). They also limn a space in the text which the 
living reader is invited to fill, to try on for size. The introduction of an imagined reader 
into the text itself allows Johnson to demonstrate what a potential reading of that text 
might look like: to anticipate, to steer, to try to set interpretative limits. Indeed, with their 
ungluttable and unexamined appetite for story Johnson’s imagined reader offers a case 
study in how not to read his work.   
As the ‘Introduction’ to Aren’t You Rather Young? concedes, it is something of a 
problem for Johnson’s claim that the storytelling function has passed on from the page 
from the screen and the ‘nineteenth century narrative novel’ is ‘finished, worn out, 
exhausted’ (13-4), that there are still ‘hundreds of thousands of readers’ still eager to 
consume traditional narrative fiction, indeed to ‘gorge the stuff to surfeit’ (15). ‘I can 
only assume’, he writes: 
 
that just as there seem to be so many writers imitating the act of being 
nineteenth-century novelists, so there must be large numbers imitating the 
act of being nineteenth-century readers, too. (15) 
 
It is as precisely such a figure that Johnson imagines the imagined reader of Aren't You 
Rather Young? It is the complicity of such readers which allows the ‘anachronistic, 
invalid, irrelevant, and perverse’ narrative novel to continue to dominate contemporary 
bookshops, review pages and bookshelves (14). The answer, Johnson writes, may be ‘a 
matter of education, or of communication’ (15). One form such an education might take 
is suggested by one of Johnson’s notes for his novel Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry: 
 
One is deliberately annoying the reader in order to punish him for daring 
to like rubbish! That’s your rubbish, one is saying, what you like so much! 
(Quoted in Coe, 2005, 316)  
 
A similar strategy can be seen at work in ‘Everyone Knows Somebody Who’s Dead’, the 
prose piece which concludes Aren’t You Rather Young? At the conclusion of the 
penultimate piece in the collection, ‘These Count As Fictions’, a frustrated reader has 
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slipped under the narrator’s door a copy of the XLCR Mechanical Plot-Finding Formula 
(123), and it is apparently this same handbook for aspiring writers of commercial 
narrative fiction that the narrator of ‘Everyone Knows’ uses in order to structure his 
account of his shifting relations over the years with a man named Robin, a former college 
acquaintance who has committed suicide.   
 According to ‘the XLCR rules’, in order to achieve ‘popular acclaim’ a story must 
‘start at the Beginning’, should ‘engage the reader in a Conflict’, this ‘Conflictual 
Situation’ then being ‘Exacerbated by additional circumstances of Increasing Difficulty’ 
before finally a ‘Resolution’ is reached (140,128, 129). Like the narrator of ‘Aren’t You 
Rather Young’, the narrator of ‘Everyone Knows’ insists upon the literal truth of their 
account of events, refusing to invent dialogue (138) and repeatedly signalling whenever 
their memory is vague or may be at fault regarding facts, dates, situations or the emotions 
being experienced (128, 129, 136). For the most part a chronological account of the 
different circumstances under which the narrator and Robin met and interacted, the 
paragraphs in which the narrator attempts to reconstruct these meetings being 
interspersed with shorter, italicised extracts from the XLCR Mechanical Plot-Finding 
Formula itemising the necessary ingredients of commercial fiction. As an attempt to 
demonstrate the ways in which ‘telling stories’ falsifies experience, ‘Everyone Knows’, 
contrasts its own limited, fragmented, tantalisingly incomplete account of another human 
being’s life with the polished, shaped, falsified version of events that the XLCR 
Mechanical Plot-Finding Formula demand and the conventional imagined reader expects 
(and is willing to pay for). Again and again, the narrator points us to how much would 
need to be invented and/or left out in order for the sequence of events he is describing to 
fit the pattern laid down by ‘the XLCR rules’. ‘Life does not tell stories’ Johnson writes 
(14): Robin’s suicide takes place when the narrator is in another country, and he is unsure 
from what source he even learned that his acquaintance had gassed himself. For the 
reader who has been reading to find out ‘what happened next’ this conclusion can only 
disappoint. Having hinted teasingly that we may be in line for a ‘Surprise Ending’, the 
narrator offers as the piece’s ‘Solution Point’ an account of the ‘not very long obituary’ 
in The Times, which focuses primarily on Robin’s organisation of a ‘luncheon club’ at 
which businessmen and journalists might mingle (140). Like other conventionally-
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structured fictions, an obituary is a narrative form which tells a story by simplifying, by 
falsifying, life. ‘There was more than that,’ the narrator concedes, ‘but that is all it said, 
all there was to say, his life summed up, the obituary, full point’ (140). Is this not 
precisely the kind of neat, tidy resolution the conventional reader and the XLCR rules 
have demanded? There’s your rubbish, what you like so much! Satisfied now?  
 As Jonathan Coe has observed, ‘Everyone Knows’ is not the only piece in Aren’t 
You Rather Young? to employ this kind of ‘contrapuntal device’: in ‘Mean Point of 
Impact’ Johnson ‘brilliantly juxtaposes’ an account of the building of a cathedral in 
Normandy during the Middle Ages with an account of an artillery battery lining up to fire 
upon it during the Second World War (2013, xiii). Other such juxtapositions include the 
italicised and triple-indented paragraphs of personal reminiscence which interrupt the 
narrator’s perambulations around Bournemouth in ‘What Did You Say the Name of the 
Place Was?’, and the ‘failed poem’ (87) and long dirty joke which Johnson inserts into 
‘Instructions for the Use of Women’. Here again the reader’s longing for a conventional 
linear narrative is being teased and challenged: what is the relationship between the joke 
which ends ‘Instructions’ and the rest of the piece? What connects the men who built the 
Cathedral of St Anselm and the men who are about to fire on it? Is the impulse to affix a 
stable meaning to such juxtapositions itself just an indication of how fettered we are by 
our expectations of narrative coherence? This last question is posed most forcefully by ‘A 
Few Selected Sentences’, the last written of the pieces in Aren’t You Rather Young?, 
which has been described by Patricia Waugh as: 
 
precisely what its title suggests: a series of fragments taken from a wide 
variety of discursive practices (ranging from a sixteenth-century 
description of the cacao fruit to absurd warnings) which, although 
resisting final totalization, can be arranged into a number of conventional 
narratives. The most obvious of these is a comment on what we are doing 
as we read: constructing a detective story. (24) 
 
Other fragments include italicized ‘sentences’ of the sort a judge might hand down, a 
paragraph of pub banter involving a character called ‘Micael’ who may or may not be the 
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same Micael who appeared in ‘Kindly State Your Motive’ in Statement Against Corpses 
and a number of seemingly unrelated anecdotes and aphorisms. If these are a ‘few 
selected sentences’, from where have they been selected? On what grounds? By what 
principles are they ordered and arranged?  
 In comparing ‘A Few Selected Sentences’ to ‘a detective story’, albeit one we 
have to construct ourselves, Waugh helps direct our attention to the fact that prominent 
among the fragments that ‘A Few Selected Sentences’ offers the reader are a series of 
crimes (the killing of a stag, drunk driving, a woman driven to suicide, a university Vice-
Chancellor killed by a falling wheelbarrow, a young man killed unnecessarily in minor 
traffic mishap, the warnings that ‘Le Soixante-neuf est Interdit dans les Couloirs’ (77) 
and that ‘A child left to himself bringeth his mother to shame’ (78)) and a series of 
punishments: ‘Eight years’ penal servitude’, ‘One year, suspended’, ‘Life.’ (78,79,90). 
Johnson’s text offers us all the elements of conventional, commercial fiction - of a 
courtroom drama or a mystery novel, no less - but in which cause and effect, crime and 
punishment, have come loose from each other. Patterns can be made out of the chaos, but 
only if the reader is willing to make those patterns themselves.  
 I would like to conclude this chapter by proposing that while it is in the 
‘Introduction’ to Aren’t You Rather Young? that B.S. Johnson provides ‘a belligerent 
critique of the conservatism of modern British writing and an impassioned apologia for 
his own methods’, it is in the pieces of short prose that make up the rest of that collection 
that Johnson fully works through the implications of these critical positions and creative 
practices for the reader. In his ‘Introduction’ Johnson concedes that new techniques of 
writing demand new techniques of reading. Johnson invites the reader of these short 
prose pieces to ‘make of them what you will’, but the pieces themselves offer a clear 
caveat to this invitation: that in doing so we re-examine the perhaps anachronistic 
assumptions, prejudices and expectations we bring to the act of reading.  
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i
 Hortense Callisher (1911-2009): US novelist and short story writer.  Brophy is referring 
to Extreme Magic, a collection including a novella and short stories. Shirley Hazzard 
(1931- ): Australian novelist and short story writer. Brophy refers to Cliffs of Fall and 
Other Stories, first published1963. Francis King (1923-2011): British novelist, poet and 
short story writer.  
